The erythrocytic asexual reproduction cycle of Plasmodium falciparum, the most lethal malaria parasite in humans, starts with the invasion of a red blood cell by a merozoite and ends with the release of up to 32 new copies of itself in about 48 hours. A new study reveals that merozoite release is an explosive event ensuring the dispersal of these nonmotile parasites for optimal re-invasion of new red cells.
Plasmodium lophurae merozoites from infected duck erythrocytes 50 years ago [2,10]: "R.B.
McGhee and I saw the host cell become rounded and present a bright, refractile appearance. Within five minutes or less, the merozoites would be ejected with a kind of seething motion, which seemed to scatter the merozoites. This was seen repeatedly in preparations of late schizonts that were prepared freshly. However, after an hour or more on a warm stage, the merozoites that emerged were not ejected and scattered, but appeared to 'drop' out of the red blood cell as a cluster. We felt that this was not normal and was a result of lessfavourable conditions." Trager also recounted more recent observations on the release of P. falciparum merozoites [2] : 'In connection with my work on axenic culture of P. falciparum [11] , I have checked many wet mounts taken as samples from schizont suspensions that were incubated at 37°C for the preparation of free merozoites, which constituted the inoculum for such experiments. I would see, using phase-contrast microscopy, before rupture, a rounded, bright, highly refractile cell with a central pigment clump. The merozoites would then be released abruptly with a scattering movement. Except for a lack of membrane vesiculation, it was very similar to the motion picture of P. knowlesi.' The 'motion picture' to which Trager was referring was that produced by Dvorak Current Biology
